editors worried that they might be flooded with responses and would miss out on the perfect expert, the one referee whose opinion was definitive. Others feared that 'power-referees' would dominate, that confidentiality might be breached, and that such a project would not be scalable: that if too many journals tried this, they would cannibalize each other's reviewers.
As an experimentalist, I decided to test the theory. With Denis, I recruited just over 100 highly qualified referees, mostly suggested by our editorial board. We worked with an IT start-up company to create a closed online forum and sought authors' permission to have their submissions assessed in this way. Conventional peer reviewers evaluated the same manuscripts in parallel. After an editorial decision was made, authors received reports both from the crowd discussion and from the conventional reviewers.
In May last year, we began to upload manuscripts on to the platform one at a time, and were impressed with the overwhelming number of responses collected after only a few days. This January, we put up two manuscripts simultaneously and gave the crowd 72 hours to respond. Each paper received dozens of comments that our editors considered informative. Taken together, responses from the crowd showed at least as much attention to fine details, including supporting information outside the main article, as did those from conventional reviewers.
So far, we have tried crowd reviewing with ten manuscripts. In all cases, the response was more than enough to enable a fair and rapid editorial decision. Compared with our control experiments, we found that the crowd was much faster (days versus months), and collectively provided more-comprehensive feedback.
Our authors reacted positively, saying that they appreciated the comprehensiveness of the crowd's comments and the speedy turnaround. The authors of the one manuscript that was rejected did not complain. As editors we did have more to read, but did not feel that our workload was massively increased: a crowd report is typically no harder to digest than three or four conventional reviews. So far, no referees have been domineering in the discussions, although if referees were to act questionably in general, it would be straightforward to replace them, because editors know who referees are. Similarly, we found no breaches of confidentiality in this limited experiment.
Can this approach be sustained, or even expanded? In our system, referees do potentially see more manuscripts than in conventional peer reviewing, but they comment only on papers they choose to read, and only as much as they are inclined to do. They also seem to enjoy interacting with others, rather than writing alone. Nonetheless, we are considering ways to acknowledge our most reliable referees, perhaps with free subscriptions or by naming them on our website. Granted, assembling a suitable crowd is easier for a specialized journal catering to a relatively small community. In our case, all participants are interested in chemical synthesis. In the future, we plan to use key words to automatically match manuscripts with suitable referees, a strategy that would apply for broader journals.
We are in the early stages of switching to crowd reviewing as our main tool for evaluating manuscripts, and we expect that there will be challenges ahead. We plan to maintain a highly functioning crowd, and our efforts will include learning how to keep reviewers engaged once the novelty has worn off. WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
